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This booklet has been published by MK Electric Ltd, to outline the history and 
current background of The Proposed International Plug and Socket System 



Introduction 


MK Electric Limited is Britain’s largest manufacturer 
of electric wiring accessories, the only company in the 
United Kingdom and one of the very few worldwide 
making only these products. 

MK employs over 4000 people and has approximately 
£16 000 000 capital invested in electrical accessories 
manufacture. Thus every development in accessories, 
particularly on a worldwide basis, is of vital interest to 
MK. 

The United Kingdom will soon need to decide, along 
with many other countries of the world, its attitude to 
the proposed International Plug and Socket System. 
After many years of discussion, involving technical 
experts from many countries, a stage has been reached 
which will involve public comment and debate on the 
question of the adoption of the System by the United 
Kingdom. 

We believe at MK that all discussions will be both more 
constructive and purposeful if based on a complete 
understanding of the accurate history of the proposed 
Worldwide Plug and Socket System. With this fact in 
mind MK has produced this publication knowing the 
information it provides will be useful to all who wish to 
contribute on this issue. We firmly believe that the 
contents of this booklet represent a fair and accurate 



record of the events leading to today’s situation. 
However, should error be present, we believe it is in 
matters of small detail only and apologise in advance. 
MK seeks to inform on this issue and guide future 
discussions but not unduly to influence them. We feel 
sure that our publication will help this objective to be 
achieved. 


J. J. Fallon 

Director - External Relations 


October 1976. 
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Chapter i 

The present situation 


To understand the desire for an International Plug and 
Socket System one must appreciate why many of the 
leading Electrical Engineers throughout the world feel 
its adoption is necessary. 

In terms of history, electricity in the home and in one’s 
everyday life is of comparatively recent time. In fact, 
the large growth in the use of electricity really dates 
from the early days of the twentieth century. Inevitably 
when the more widespread use of electricity for lighting 
and heating began to be appreciated, the development 
of products to utilize this new source of energy was 
related to the major industrial nations of the world. 
Manufacturing organizations within these countries 
developed, on an individual basis, products which in 
the passage of time became accepted as national 
standards. 

At this time the leading manufacturing countries of the 
era. The U.S.A., Germany, France and the U.K. were 
widely engaged and in fact were leaders in the inter¬ 
national trade on industrial equipment. 

It must also be appreciated that certain spheres of 
influence had been created by the worldwide Imperial 
connections, particularly of the European nations. 

Thus the combination of these two factors helped to 
develop the introduction of individual systems and 
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standards of electrical equipment into various areas of 
the world. In turn, as the prosperity of these areas 
improved, developed the demand for material to 
provide electricity services and an acceptance of a 
standard or system, if only through common usage. 

This has led to a position of several systems being in 
use on one continent and even in one country, with the 
inevitable complications such a situation can produce. 

With the changing face of world affairs, trading relation¬ 
ships and the development of local manufacture in 
many overseas countries, there has developed a 
universal feeling that the very many systems throughout 
the world should be replaced by one common to all. 

At least five different principal types of plugs and 
sockets are in use throughout the world and in many 
countries two and sometimes three of these systems are 
present. It must also be realized that these five systems 
cater for domestic and general use and do not include 
industrial plugs and sockets usually suitable for use on 
three-phase systems or adaptations and variations 
on the basic five systems. 
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The plugs and sockets within these five groups can 
briefly be described as follows: 


I. The CEE plugs 
and socket-outlets 
referred to in CEE 
Publication 7 
^Specification for 
Plugs and Socket- 
outlets for 
Domestic and 
Similar Purposes’ 


The CEE system is used in most European countries 
but has a large number of variations thus creating 
difficulties for interchangeability within the countries 
which follow this approach. Besides Europe, through 
the colonial developments and trading relationships of 
the principal manufacturing countries, the system is 
found in the majority of the former French territories 
of Africa, in Russia and in the South American 
countries of Argentina, Brazil and Chile. Few countries 
in Europe have remained free of the system, the 
principal one of course being the U.K. and to a lesser 
extent both Denmark and Switzerland. Further, a 
number of the South European countries use a variation 
of the system with plug pins of a thinner section. 


The CEE system has a fixed socket-outlet without 
earth contact and two sockets with earthing contact. 
The common name for the side-earthed outlet is 
‘SCHUKO’ and is widely used in Germany, Austria, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Finland. The 
outlet with a projecting pin-type earth contact is used 
in Belgium, France and Czechoslovakia. 
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Incorporated in this system are a variety of plugs which 
are used for varying classes of equipment and employ 
dilferent diameters and length of pins. It is impossible 
to cover every one of these items but we do illustrate a 
selective number which will indicate the multiplicity of 
types used. 

The CEE recognize two versions of plugs as follows: 

a) A plug with a flat body and level edges designed for 
use with appliances up to a loading of 2 5 amps. The 
plug pins are set at a slanting angle and have a 
partial insulation by sleeving. Readers will be 
familiar with this plug which is frequently seen in 
its moulded-on version, fitted to electric shavers and 
numerous small appliances manufactured on the 
Continent and in Japan. It is commonly known as 
the ‘Europlug’, and is often used in the U.K. in 
conjunction with either shaver adaptors on the 13 
amp system or in shaver supply units which have 
socket-outlets which will accept this and other 
specified types of plugs. 

b) Plugs for use with appliances up to 16 amps and 
provided with recesses to enable it to be inserted 
into the two types of socket-outlets with earthing 
facilities. 

Both these plugs have been designed to prevent entry 
into the Swiss 380 volt socket-outlet. 
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2. American 
Standards 


3. Australia and 
New Zealand 


It was inevitable that the U.S.A., with its wide manu¬ 
facturing capacity would develop its own systems and 
considerably influence the material used in adjacent 
countries such as Canada. The vast majority of the 
installations in the United States and Canada operate 
on a 125 volt system and thus there has to be a 
distinction in the products used between those suitable 
for 125 volt and those for 250 volt. On the 125 volt 
system the plugs have two parallel flat pins and round 
or ‘U’-shaped earthing pins. Japan like Canada uses the 
American type plug and socket-outlet, although it has 
either small dimensional differences or changes in the 
test specifications. The American influence has ensured 
that a number of South American countries also use 
this system. One of the European countries, Spain, is 
an example where two different systems are in use side 
by side, for besides using a European one they also still 
use the American system. 


Perhaps because of distance from other manufacturing 
centres, particularly in the days when the passage of 
goods was by the conventional sea routes, a system has 
developed in Australasia which has no resemblance to 
the popular patterns elsewhere. 

Two- and three-pin plugs are used in the system and 
the pins for both the carrying of current and the earth 
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4 * The United 
Kingdom 


pin are very thin when compared with the size of pin 
used on a standard B.S. 13 amp flat-pin plug. The two 
current-carrying pins are set at an angle of 60 degrees 
to each other and the earth pin is in a vertical plane. 


We are all familiar with the diflferent systems that have 
been introduced over the last fifty years or so in the U.K. 
and many of the products are still in everyday use. 

Originally the individual manufacturers, of which there 
were a considerable number, produced plugs and 
sockets to their own particular gauge and it was only 
the establishment of British Standards for plugs and 
sockets which brought about an identity of size and 
minimum performances. The initial British Standards 
called for round pins and covered two-pin plugs and was 
followed later by three-pin units. 

Ultimately the standards developed and covered the 
range of 2 amp, 5 amp and 15 amp. Certain ratings of 
plugs had been used in a two-pin system such as 10 
amp units but in producing the British Standard for 
round three-pin plugs and sockets the opportunity was 
taken to standardize on the three sizes of 2 amp, 5 amp 
and 15 amp. It was felt that by the use of one of these 
three ratings the requirements of an installation would 
be satisfied. 
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Despite the British Standards there were still plugs 
produced to an individual manufacturer’s specification 
and a number of these are still available and used in 
Technical Colleges and similar institutions where a 
non-interchangeable plug for a particular service is 
required. 

The 13 amp system as we know it today came into 
being in 1947 and has been used in ever increasing 
quantities. However, before the present configuration 
was adopted there was a very serious attempt to provide 
a 13 amp plug and socket which incorporated a fused 
pin on the plug. This approach met with considerable 
favour and was widely used on a number of immediate 
post-war developments, particularly by the old London 
County Council. However, with the establishment of 
the present system it did not maintain its momentum 
and although still available is not in volume use when 
compared with say twenty-five to thirty years ago. 

However, one can see from the foregoing that we have 
in the U.K., despite our fine standards of product and 
safe installation practice, a situation which calls for 
standardization. 

It is worthy of making comment on the situation that 
exists in Southern Ireland. There are a number of 
dilferent systems used in the country, for not only have 
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5 . Other Systems 


they used many of the British systems mentioned 
previously but also through the influence of German 
experts, who were associated with the Shannon Hydro 
Schemes in the 1920s, Schuko type plugs and sockets 
were introduced into the country. 

Thus there are a number of different types, sizes and 
systems all used on installations and in fact it has been 
reported that all can be found on one installation where 
there has not been care taken on the selection of pro¬ 
ducts for standardization purposes. 


Individual countries, often with one or more specialist 
manufacturers who have catered for the national 
demand, have found a standard system emerging, 
which although related to the products used in neigh¬ 
bouring countries still has many unique features. 

An example is Denmark, which while using plugs and 
sockets to CEE standards also has a unit with a com¬ 
pletely different approach to the majority of items used 
elsewhere. Here the three pins of the plug are all 
different, in that one is round, another is round but 
with a flattened side and the third flattened on two 
sides. This approach is a development in keeping with 
a desire for safety, in that it should not be possible for a 
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Danish plug with earth contacts to be mated with a 
socket-outlet without earth contacts. The shape of the 
three pins ensures this situation, which is of course 
contrary to the CEE system. 

Similarly, Switzerland has developed a unique system. 
Although it can perhaps be regarded as somewhat 
similar to the Danish system, in that you cannot put a 
Swiss plug with its earth contact into a socket-outlet 
without earth contacts, the Swiss standard is not inter¬ 
changeable with any other existing systems. 

An examination of the systems used in other European 
countries all show that they have variations from the 
standard CEE. Thus Italy, Greece, Israel and Portugal, 
to name just four countries, have a different system but 
related to an overall family of standards. 

The foregoing information is given as considered 
examples of current systems as used in domestic and 
commercial installations in many of the countries of 
the world. However, it should not in any way be con¬ 
sidered a complete statement of the world situation, for 
there are many individual national approaches which 
although related in their basic product to one of the 
popular systems, incorporate modifications to comply 
with a local national requirement. However, we feel 
that the foregoing gives a reasonable assessment of the 
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spread of varying products, all designed to provide the 
same service, used throughout the world. In an 
electrical installation, plugs and socket-outlets are one 
of the most widely used products and the multiplicity 
of different types, perhaps in themselves, recommend 
the very close consideration of a universal international 
standard. 
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Early History 
1966-1970 


Chapter 2 

A historical review of events which have led up to 
the present proposal for a Worldwide Plug and 
Socket System 


This brief review outlines the series of events which 
have culminated in the recommendations at a meeting 
in Nice in 1976 as a basis for the Worldwide Plug and 
Socket System. 


1966 

The first discussions relating to the possibility of 
creating ‘a Worldwide Plug and Socket System’ took 
place during the course of an International Electro¬ 
technical Commission Meeting held in Tel Aviv in 
October. 

1967 

At the meeting in October 1967 of the CEE, it was 
agreed to establish a working group to study the subject 
from a European point of view and at a subsequent 
meeting in Budapest the participating countries were 
asked to nominate their experts to the working group. 

1968 

The first meeting of the working group formed in 
Budapest the previous year was held in Frankfurt in 
July under the Chairmanship of Herr K. H. Schwartz 
of the German Electrotechnical Committee. Although 
the U.K. was not a member of the European Economic 
Community, it was represented among the delegates 
present from various European countries. 
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Proposals were placed before the working group by the 
German delegation on the basis of the existing Euro¬ 
pean system whilst other countries including the U.K. 
proposed their national systems for consideration as 
being the basis for the Worldwide Plug and Socket 
System. After exhaustive discussion on the merits of 
the various systems they were all rejected. It was 
inevitable that the strongest objections to the adoption 
of any one national system would originate from 
countries using an alternative type of socket and plug. 
This was understandable, as every nation considers its 
own particular system to be the best available and in 
any situation where a nationalistic approach is en¬ 
countered deadlock is bound to occur. 

The outcome of this meeting was an agreement that a 
plug and socket of flat pin configuration should be 
adopted covering two-pin plugs for Class 2 appliances 
and two-pin and earth for other appliances, either re- 
wireable or non re-wireable, rated at 16 amps, 250 volts 
AC. 

As a result of this meeting a number of questions were 
circulated to members of the CEE to provide further 
background information to supplement that of the 
various delegates. 
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lEC involvement 
and work on the 
System 


1970 

In April 1970, mainly at the instigation of the U.K., it 
was agreed that the whole subject should be transferred 
to the lEC so that a truly ‘worldwide’ system could be 
evolved. 


May 1970 

At a meeting in Washington a committee was estab¬ 
lished with appropriate terms of reference to consider 
all aspects of a Worldwide Plug and Socket System, and 
ultimately to recommend to the lEC their conclusions. 
This meeting was represented by delegates from 
twenty-three countries who agreed in principle with the 
aims, and to carry out the detailed work required on 
this system a sub-committee, known as SC 23 /C, was 
established. Herr Schwartz of the Electrotechnical 
Committee was elected Chairman, and Mr J. B. Grant 
of the South African Bureau of Standards as Secretary. 

July 1970 

In July the lEC held a meeting in Baden Baden at 
which the appropriate committee preparing inter¬ 
national wiring regulations prepared a questionnaire 
listing various alternative two-pin and three-pin 
systems for consideration by member countries. 
Although the answers received were not unanimous, a 
majority of the countries concerned were willing to 
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consider a system comprising a three-contact socket- 
outlet and two plugs, one of two-pin and the other 
three-pin, similar to the original proposals in July 1968. 

1971 

During September at the lEC meeting held in London 
there was insufficient time for full discussion of the 
analysis of the national replies. 

1972 

Documents listing the proposals of the Technical 
Committee were ultimately prepared and circulated 
early in 1972 to enable all countries to consider the 
proposals carefully for the pending meeting at Caracas 
in Venezuela in April. These proposals envisaged the 
eventual abolition of Class o appliances which would 
mean that Class i appliances would be connected with a 
two-pin and earth-pin plug whilst Class 2 appliances 
with a two-pin plug, either of which would fit into the 
single three-contact socket-outlet. 

April 1972 

The meeting in Caracas was attended by many 
countries and the proposals were virtually unanimously 
accepted, the only reservation expressed being related 
to the necessity of phasing out the existing systems. It 
was further agreed that SC 23 /C should be advised to 
produce a design based on the requirements for a 
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voltage range of 200-250 volts. It was also agreed that 
the countries using other voltages (e.g. 125 volts) could 
develop suitable supplementary national standards 
using configurations which would not be interchange¬ 
able with the proposed Worldwide Plug and Socket 
System (to date no further development has been 
undertaken in this direction). 

As far as the U.K. was concerned the basic proposals 
were acceptable in relation to ratings, degree of protec¬ 
tion against accidental contact and interchangeability. 

November 1972 

Prior to this meeting a suggestion had been circulated 
which emanated from the German committee dealing 
with this subject, for a system to be accepted consisting 
of round pin plugs. The meeting in Athens was attended 
by seventy-five delegates representing twenty-three 
countries and from the early stages considerable 
pressure was brought by the German delegation for 
acceptance of their proposals. These suggestions were 
based on plugs with round pins, partly insulated, which 
would also permit the continuing use of the ‘Europlug’. 
To the British in particular this presented insuperable 
difficulties. The suggestion offered an unsafe situation 
since the proposed plug could be inserted into an exist¬ 
ing British Standard socket. Following lengthy 
arguments, thirteen countries voted in favour of the 
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German proposal, two (U.K. and U.S.A.) were against 
and two countries were willing to accept either concept. 
The U.K. delegation was left with no alternative other 
than to make a statement warning other members that 
they would not be able to accept the suggestion of the 
adoption of a system based on the German proposal 
and would, therefore, have to reserve their position with 
regard to any lEC recommendation for a Worldwide 
Plug and Socket System based on this concept. Thus 
there was an absolute conflict of view which could not 
be resolved on the basis of the proposals as presented. 
After much discussion, in a positive attempt to find a 
solution, it was finally decided that by far the best 
method of resolving the position was to form a working 
group consisting of two members from each of seven 
coimtries (France, Denmark, Germany, Italy, Nether¬ 
lands, U.S.A. and U.K.) to make recommendations to 
SC 23 /C relating to the initial proposals and to con¬ 
sider what action should be taken on the objections put 
forward by the U.K. It can be said that Athens was the 
critical meeting in the development of the Worldwide 
Plug and Socket System. 

March 1973 

The working group formed at Athens met under the 
Chairmanship of M. Longchambon (France) to consider 
proposals submitted by Germany and Italy. Both of these 
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systems were for round-pin plugs with the German one 
being based very much on the existing CEE practice. 

However, in the interim period between the Athens 
meeting and March the U.K. delegates had considered 
very seriously a development of a flat-pin system which 
would be completely new in its approach and at the 
same time avoid problems of interchangeability with 
existing systems in the U.K. and elsewhere and offering, 
it was felt, the best features gained by the experience of 
the U.K. market. Working as a team the United 
Kingdom delegation were able to produce detailed 
sheets and models of their proposed flat-pin system, 
supported by estimates of production costs, raw material 
usage and other factors based on costs existing at that 
time. Although it was quite apparent at this first meet¬ 
ing of the working group, which was held in Paris, that 
the German delegation, supported by other European 
countries, still favoured a round-pin system, the 
United Kingdom was able to put forward a very con¬ 
vincing argument as to why the United Kingdom would 
be unable to accept the German proposals. 

May 1973 

The second meeting of the working group confirmed 
that the flat-pin system with externally sleeved pins 
would be an acceptable basis although the French 
delegation proposed a new arrangement of the flat pins 
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to those suggested by the U.K. The working group 
agreed to accept the flat-pin proposal with the con¬ 
figuration of pins as suggested by the French delegation 
on a pin dimension of 7 mm x 2 mm as these dimen¬ 
sions would prevent use with other equipment on an 
unsafe basis. This system also gave the opportunity of 
shutters to be embodied within the design for those 
countries favouring their use. 

October 1973 

In Copenhagen the third working group meeting was 
held, on which general agreement was reached and 
confirmed the decisions of the previous two meetings 
and further progress was made regarding dimensional 
data. 

March 1974 

Sub-Committee 23 C met in Milan with forty-five 
delegates representing fifteen countries. The working 
group was assisted with the aid of models and illustra¬ 
tions on the proposals that they were now placing before 
this committee. During the three days of this meeting 
other firm recommendations were made on factors 
which would ultimately influence the design of the new 
system including the maximum and minimum size of 
plugs, the length of pins, dimensions of the insulating 
sleeves and various working tolerances. The position of 
the cord entry into the plug was accepted as being 
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preferred in the downwards position which in turn 
suggested that a socket should always be mounted with 
the entries in a vertical plane, and when a modular unit 
was used this would be 25 mm x 50 mm. At the Milan 
meeting, it was agreed that the working group should 
proceed further with design proposals to determine 
the necessary specification and standard sheets for 
consideration at the next meeting of the full committee. 
The following countries were represented at this 
meeting: 

Austria 
Belgium 
Denmark 
Netherlands 
Norway 

April 1974 

A report was issued in the official journal of the lEC 
detailing the progress made to date and illustrating the 
various recommendations (Volume VII Number 28) - 
APPENDIX I. 

June 1975 

A Sub-Committee 23 C meeting was arranged in 
Helsinki to finalize and accept the draft of the working 
party, so that a recommendation could be made to the 
lEC. Prior to this meeting a request for a Letter of 


France 
Germany 
Italy 
Portugal 
South Africa 


Spam 

Sweden 

Switzerland 

U.K. 

U.S.A. 
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Intent was made by the Sub-Committee to the various 
national bodies seeking a statement of acceptance of the 
new system if final decisions were reached at Helsinki. 

It was not the intention that any declarations given be 
binding but that they indicate the probable course of 
action to be taken nationally. This document was 
circulated to all member countries including those who 
did not normally attend lEC meetings and it is interest¬ 
ing to note that the first document signifying approval 
was received from Czechoslovakia. 

The meeting at Helsinki was not as well attended as 
past meetings and the attending countries were as 
under: 

U.K. Italy Denmark 

U.S.A. Netherlands Sweden 

Germany Belgium Norway 

France Switzerland 

Although it was confidently expected that a decision 
would be made in favour of the U.K. approach of a 
flat pin system, this did not prove to be the case. 
Unfortunately, it was felt by some delegates that the 
comments contained in the U.K. Letter of Intent 
implied a lack of resolution to go ahead with the new 
system. The Netherlands’ delegates therefore took the 
opportunity to table a counter proposal for a round- 
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A selection )f plugs in evei yc ay use overseas 




3 pin plug 
EUROPE 



CEE 

'Schuko’iJII ■Hjjjll 

plug ' 

with side earth contact 
EUROPE, SCANDINAVIA, 
MIDDLE EAST, ETC. 



External 

cord 

grip 



3 pin plug with 
external cord grip 
NORTH AMERICA 





10 amp 3 pin plug 
DENMARK 


10 amp 3 pin plug 
ISRAEL 


2 pin adaptor with 
flexible earth lead 
NORTH AMERICA 


CEE 2 pin 
non-earthed plug 
EUROPE, SOUTH AMERICA 


10 amp 3 pin plug 
NEW ZEALAND 


Family of plugs — Italy 


\\"e acknozvledge with thanks the assistance given by ‘ The Technical Help to Exporters^ Dept of 
The British Standards Institute 


















Examples of various plugs and sockets 
in common use throughout the UK 





13 amp rectangular 
3 pin plug 


13 amp switched flush 
socket outlet- 
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5 amp round 
3 pin plug 


5 amp 3 pin flush 
switched socket outlet 





incc^>0(ating^ fused pin 



5 amp round 
2 pin plug 



5 amp 2 pin 
surface 
socket outlet 



































A model of a twin socket outlet and 2 pin plug 
from the suggested new International System 





















10 amp plug 
and socket 
ITALY 
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with male earth pin 
FRANCE 


NEW ZEALAND 
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NORTH AMERICA 














The Flat Pin Proposals for The International Plug and Socket System 









pin system which attracted support from certain 
European countries. The U.K. delegation resolutely 
opposed this proposal on the grounds that its concept 
was European and not worldwide and equally the 
objections made at earlier meetings were still valid in 
that there was the possibility of interchangeability with 
the systems as used in the U.K. Nevertheless it was 
agreed that a further working group would be estab¬ 
lished to examine and develop this counter proposal to a 
point where it could have equal consideration with the 
British proposed flat-pin system. It was further agreed 
that the two alternative proposals would then be 
debated and a firm decision made at the next lEC 
meeting in May 1976 

May 1976 

In Nice the lEC National Meeting brought together all 
the ideas of ten years’ work which have progressed to 
become firm proposals. Three proposals were now 
submitted to SC 23 C on which the delegates would be 
required to vote. 

a) the CEE system based on the ‘Europlug’ concept, 

b) a flat-pin proposal with sleeved pins, 

c) a flat-pin proposal with a recessed socket. 

The suggestion against Item ‘c’ above of a recessed 
socket for use with unsleeved pins was put forward by 
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The future 


Germany as an answer to certain doubts that had been 
expressed as to the quality control problems that might 
arise with sleeving on the plugs being manufactured on 
an international basis. It was quickly evident that the 
CEE system based on the ‘Europlug’ concept was not 
acceptable. Each of the countries represented at this 
meeting had two votes and obviously were free to use 
their voting power in any way they felt. Thus when the 
two main proposals were being considered there were 
instances of a delegation’s vote being split between the 
systems. 

However, by the very considerable majority of forty- 
three to eleven votes the flat-pin proposal with the 
recessed socket was agreed. It must be said that Italy, 
whilst continuing to maintain their support for an 
international system, stated they were unable to accept 
the recessed socket approach and much preferred the 
flat-pin proposal with sleeved pins. The other strong 
objection came from the Netherlands who again put 
forward the case for the round-pin CEE approach. 

Within the lEC procedures the dimensional informa¬ 
tion, material requirements and specifications are to be 
finalized by the end of 1976 with the appropriate draft 
specifications issued to each Government for their 
consideration under the six month rule. Subject to their 
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European 

Economic 

Community 


ultimate agreement, this will lead to the issue of 
specifications for wiring regulations and standards for 
the manufacture of the new plug and socket with 
associated accessories from which manufacturers will 
be able to design and tool for this new system. 

The U.K. membership of the EEC has added a new 
dimension to the Worldwide Plug and Socket System 
question. With the commitment of the EEC towards 
harmonization of standards and an elimination of 
technical barriers to trade certain moves have been 
made in recent years to bring about standards which 
will be acceptable to all member countries. However, 
the EEC being aware of the lEC work on plugs and 
sockets deliberately omitted these products from the 
Low Voltage Safety Directive. 

However, over the last eighteen months or so working 
group meetings have taken place, attended by all 
member countries, where the proposed new system for 
both Europe and worldwide has been discussed. 

At a meeting held in Brussels during June 1976 a 
majority decision was reached that the suggested lEC 
proposal be accepted for the EEC. It was agreed that a 
further meeting would be held in early 1977 when the 
results of both the lEC working group, which is to 
meet later this year, and also deliberations of the Com- 
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mittee TC64 will be known. There are still objections 
to be discussed and overcome, notably from the 
Netherlands and Italy, who both find it difficult to 
accept the proposed lEC system, but nevertheless the 
Commission hopes to be able to reach agreement which 
will enable harmonization documents to be issued 
during 1977. 


28 



Chapter 3 

MK comment on a number of the vital questions 
associated with the adoption of the new 
International Plug and Socket System 


In this final chapter we pose a number of questions 
which we believe will be raised during the next few 
months, together with observations and comments 
which we hope will stimulate thought and discussion 
on this very important subject. 


Q: As we already have two systems, round-pin and 

rectangular-pin, running side by side in the U.K., will 
the introduction of a new Worldwide Plug and Socket 
System provide dangers through an interchangeability 
situation ? 

A: We at MK, along with all the other members of the 
British delegations that have attended the various 
meetings on this subject, have insisted that the prime 
essential of any new system is that there cannot be any 
possibility whatsoever of the i6 amp plug being in¬ 
serted into any of the sockets in use in the U.K. It was 
this fundamental belief that made the British delega¬ 
tions so insistent and resolute in their stand that under 
no circumstances could we in the U.K. accept a CEE 7 
round-pin system. 

Q: Can the public be assured that the new Worldwide 
Plug and Socket System will be as safe and reliable as 
the existing ones used in the U.K. ? 
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A: It is MK’s considered opinion that the products 

provided for the design of electrical installations has 
always ensured that the systems used in the U.K. offer 
first-class standards of safety in use and application. In 
no circumstances would any U.K. organization or 
company involved in these far reaching discussions 
ever accept a situation where the well-known high 
standard of safety associated with British installations 
was reduced to accommodate a new system. 

Q: MK as a company have always pioneered the aspects of 
safety, particularly with the 13 amp safetyplug. Will we, in 
general, maintain the same standards in the new system ? 

A: At MK we offer our 13 amp safetyplug with shrouded 
pins as one of many of the safety features associated 
with the unit and its purpose is to ensure there is no 
chance of the touching of live metal when either 
inserting or withdrawing a plug from a socket. In the 
new 16 amp system it is intended all plugs will be 
provided with non-shrouded pins but to provide the 
same features of non-touchability the socket will 
either be recessed within the plate or have a rim which 
will provide this valuable safety feature. 

It should also be mentioned that one of the safety 
features associated with socket outlets in the U.K. is 
the insistence they all be shuttered for very obvious 
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safety reasons. Whilst the new system does not make 
the provision of shutters mandatory, the choice is left at 
the discretion of national organizations and we think it 
highly likely that this desirable practice will be con¬ 
tinued in the new i6 amp system. 

Q: What will be the situation in relation to the possible 
supply of appliances fitted with a moulded i6 amp plug 
and how will these be used with present wiring systems ? 

A: It is common practice in Europe, the U.S.A. and in 
many other countries for appliances to be supplied 
complete with a moulded-on plug. Readers will have 
probably seen many imported retail items, i.e. electric 
shavers, hairdryers, table lamps, etc., on sale in the 
High Street, fitted with a moulded-on plug. 

Our practice in the U.K., due to the mixture of round- 
and rectangular-pin systems, has been for our domestic 
appliance manufacturers, when supplying products to 
the home market, to leave the choice and fitting of the 
plug to the retailer consumer. 

It is inevitable that there will be a changeover period 
when appliances will be made available with plugs to 
the new system and the installation will be to either the 
15 or 13 amp patterns of today. In this instance it is 
envisaged that there will be available a range of 
adaptors to assist in the transitional period. 
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Q: Is it possible to indicate the time cycle of any change¬ 
over period ? 

A: When the U.K. made the major change to its wiring 

procedures in 1947, by adopting the 13 amp rectangular- 
pin system, it was felt that the round-pin types of 2, 5 
and 15 amp rating would quickly disappear. However, 
this has proved not to be the case and although the vast 
majority of new installations for many years have been 
wired with the ring circuit 13 amp system, there is 
nevertheless a substantial proportion of existing in¬ 
stallations still fitted with round-pin products. In 1947 
the changeover was left to generate its own pace but it 
is envisaged when the new 16 amp system reaches the 
market that there will be a planned progression of 
installation to ensure its introduction in an efficient 
manner. The suggestion has been put forward that 
initially it would probably apply on all new installations 
but obviously no firm indication can be given at this 
time. Much will depend on the expressions of view put 
forward by interested parties after due consideration of 
all the available facts. 

Q: Is it possible to indicate the costs of the new system to 
the consumer ? 

A: It is obviously impossible to give a firm indication as to 
costs, for many of the finer details of the units have yet 
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to be finalized. Nevertheless we believe that the cost 
will not be as great as some people have forecast. We 
have indicated that in our view there will be a need for 
adaptors in the transitional periods between the present 
and new systems but it is hoped that these will be purely 
adaptors and not multiple points, as is the role of many 
of the adaptors used with our present system. 

It must also be borne in mind that there will be con¬ 
siderable raw material savings which must have a con¬ 
siderable influence on ultimate prices. The plug for 
instance is much smaller than the present round- or 
rectangular-pin patterns, which must not only be 
helpful from a pricing point of view but equally very 
valuable as a conservation factor in raw materials 
resources. 

There is also too the very important point that it is the 
intention by design features to offer two socket-outlets 
in the space normally occupied by one in our present 
systems. Thus we feel there will be a greater degree of 
flexibility provided which must also have an influence 
ultimately on overall costs. 

Q: How will the proposed new Worldwide Plug and 
Socket System improve on our present 13 amp one, 
which has catered for the vast majority of electrical 
installations in the last twenty-five years or so ? 
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A: In considering this question one must first ask what was 
the intention behind the introduction of the 13 amp 
system. The reader will agree the principal applications 
at that time were lighting, cooking and appliances which 
were principally used for home heating. Whilst the 
applications for lighting and cooking, although 
becoming increasingly sophisticated, have tended to 
remain constant over the last twenty-five years or so, 
the question of home heating has altered dramatically. 
In the late ’forties and ’fifties there was a massive boom 
in the sales of electric heating appliances, ranging from 
convectors, coal effect and similar fires to portable units. 
However, over the last ten years or so home heating has 
become more of a prime necessity in a dwelling than 
was hitherto the case. A rapid growth in central heating 
systems using solid fuels, natural gas or oil has 
accompanied the increasing use of electricity through 
the Electricaire or night-storage heater approaches. 
From this very brief comment, therefore, it will be 
appreciated that many of the applications originally 
envisaged for socket-outlets have changed considerably 
and instead of a limited number of sockets for heating 
appliances there has now emerged a demand for a large 
number of socket-outlets to service so many of the 
portable appliances which have become very popular 
in recent years. The loading of many of these products 
and their size does indicate that a plug of the dimen- 
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sions of our 13 amp current unit incorporating a fuse is 
unnecessary for these modern applications. 

Q: Will the new sockets be suitable for installation in 
existing flush boxes ? 

A: Whilst this is a target being aimed at by the various 
British bodies examining the system, it must be said 
that at this moment of time there has been no firm 
decision reached on fixing centres and thus plate sizes. 

Q: Will the new system call for a revision of our wiring 
regulations and different types of circuit protection ? 

A: This whole matter is being examined in detail by 
nominated working groups under the auspices of the 
lEE, who are working on the preparation of wiring 
systems which can be put forward for ultimate con¬ 
sideration, safe in the knowledge that they will in¬ 
corporate all that is required in the U.K. in the interest 
of safety. Obviously circuit protection is a vital factor 
in any deliberations and this is being studied in detail 
to ensure the best possible solution. We at MK do feel 
that there will inevitably be changes in circuit protec¬ 
tion devices with such items as miniature circuit 
breakers, with their fine degree of protection, and earth 
leakage circuit breakers (current operated) being in¬ 
creasingly used because of the many advantages such 
items offer in the protection of circuits and systems. 
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Q: Why could not the U.K. retain its existing systems and 
save all the costs and inconvenience to consumers and 
manufacturers likely to be brought about by the system 
change ? 

A: If the United Kingdom did not elect to change, it must 
be said the consumer would not derive the benefits the 
new system will give. Also, we must consider many of 
the positive benefits which can be provided by the 
increased flexibility of an installation, and as an example 
we would quote ‘two sockets in the same physical size 
as one present pattern’, and we feel that the adoption 
of the new system will help overcome, by taking a 
completely fresh look at the demands for socket-outlets 
in the modern home, the inadequacies of the many 
domestic electrical installations which creates so many 
problems for a large number of our population due to 
insufficient socket-outlets in their homes to meet the 
modern electrical demands. 

British manufacturers must produce the new design to 
compete in the vital export markets which will inevit¬ 
ably accept the new system. It must be accepted that it 
will make a very heavy burden on manufacturers, who 
must design, develop, tool and ultimately manufacture 
products to meet this new system. However, they are 
confident that with the wider markets that will be 
available it will provide considerable opportunities for 
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the spread of electrical services on a worldwide basis. 

Particularly so far as the European Economic Com¬ 
munity is concerned, there will be, with the reduction of 
tariffs and barriers to trade, a much wider freedom in 
trading between Community members. It is highly 
likely that we should find appliances fitted with the new 
type plugs coming into the U.K., whilst manufacturers 
here would be forced to compete on the same basis in 
overseas markets, thus creating a situation where we 
would be forced partly along the road of adoption to 
provide the products the electrical appliance industry 
would require. 

Overall, we at MK feel that although the costs are high 
the challenges and opportunities to the U.K. and the 
advantages the new system will give to our people make 
the whole adoption worth while. 

Q: Why have MK taken the initiative in producing this 
publication ? 

A: MK firmly believe it is in the common interest that the 
Worldwide Plug and Socket System should be adopted. 
However, we recognize that there must inevitably be 
wide and differing views as to how the change should be 
initiated and whether it should be accomplished 
quickly or spread over a long period, for a variety of 
reasons. Many will argue costs and the ability to spread 
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these over a longer period if the introduction is con¬ 
trolled on a time basis. Further we feel that in Britain 
today there is a very large-scale problem with the lack 
of adequate wiring facilities. It is conservatively esti¬ 
mated there are over eight million dwellings in Britain 
that either need now, or will in the not too distant 
future, completely rewiring and if, when this essential 
work is carried out, we can provide additional facilities, 
then the safety factor will be so much more positive 
than is the situation today. 

We also feel that it is essential to state that the period of 
changeover not only affects the U.K. but we must also 
take into account the effects in a number of overseas 
countries, particularly of the newly developing areas. 
Many of these countries do not have the stringent 
wiring regulations and standard specifications relating 
to products which are current in the U.K. and to which 
electrical contractors and engineers must comply in all 
their installation work. Therefore, it can be appreciated 
that there are instances when, with the different types 
of products currently available from so many manu¬ 
facturing services, plus the wiring systems used with 
them, very many dangerous situations are present to 
users. We do know that many of these developing 
countries are at this present time considering the future 
electrical systems that will be employed in their 
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countries and it would obviously help them consider¬ 
ably if they could elect at this time to choose the new 
Worldwide Plug and Socket System, safe in the know¬ 
ledge that it would be a truly world standard in the 
foreseeable future. It will encourage a situation where 
with a possible lower level of manufacturing technology 
than is available in the U.K. they can still, either 
independently or with assistance produce products to a 
common standard. 

Q: You mention in your introduction that MK wishes to 
inform and guide discussions on this vital subject. 
Whilst recognizing the considerable value this publica¬ 
tion will make to the debates on this new system, what 
further action does MK propose ? 

A: MK firmly believes that there is a situation developed 
which necessitates a change in the overall outlook 
towards the electrical installation and further that this 
will develop whether there is a change in the plug and 
socket system or not. We feel that a situation has been 
reached where Building Societies, Insurance Com¬ 
panies and Fire Authorities, to name but three 
organizations, will soon require electrical installations 
to be either replaced at predetermined intervals or at 
least be comprehensively examined on a regular basis 
to avoid the deterioration that can take place to a danger 
point, which can produce often drastic consequences. 
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Recognizing, therefore, the importance of this overall 
subject of both adequacies of electrical installations and 
the international plug and socket system to the people 
of Britain at large, MK propose to create a department 
which will work closely with the many organizations 
and individuals who can make a contribution on this 
vital subject and equally to make a positive contribu¬ 
tion which will benefit all. This new function has led to 
the appointment of Jim Fallon, our former Director- 
Sales, to the new post of Director-External Relations 
at MK and the new department will establish contact 
with all interested parties and help to make a position 
where positive contributions can be made by all to this 
most important debate. 


We must, of course, say in conclusion we appreciate 
not everyone will agree with our views. However, we 
have endeavoured to tell a factual story in an honest 
and fair manner and we hope in such a way that you 
will discuss the contents of this publication and make a 
contribution on this issue. If we can, through the 
medium of Jim Fallon and his department, provide any 
further assistance we shall be only too pleased to do so 
and are available to participate in any meaningful dis¬ 
cussions on this overall subject. 
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Glossary 


CEE 

International Commission on Rules for the Approval of 
Electrical Equipment - is an organization of which 
twenty-two European countries are members and which 
has set itself the task of specifying regulations, in 
particular those concerning safety, for electrical 
appliances and components, such as leads, switches, 
plugs, etc. 

lEC 

International Electrotechnical Commission. Aims to 
co-ordinate and unify international technical standards 
on electrical matters by organizing international 
technical committees and individually issuing recom¬ 
mendations representing the international consensus. 

EEC 

European Economic Community - the Common 
Market. 

lEE 

Institution of Electrical Engineers. An association for 
professional engineers which has for many years issued 
regulations for the wiring of buildings. 

TC64 

A Technical Committee established by lEC covering 
‘Electrical Installations of Buildings’. 
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Domestic appliance 
classifications 


TC23 

Another lEC Technical Committee covering ‘Electrical 
Accessories’. Two of its Sub-Committees are: 

SC23/B - ‘Plugs, Socket-outlets, Switches’. 

SC23/C - ‘Worldwide Plug and Socket System’. 


Class 0 

Products to this specification are not permitted to be 
offered for sale in this country, due to the lack of 
earthing facilities to meet U.K. requirements. 

Class I 

Covers appliances requiring earthing and supplied with 
a three-core cable to enable a three-pin plug to be used 
as connection to the mains supply. 

Class 2 

Covers double-insulated appliances which are supplied 
with a two-core cable. There is no provision for 
earthing connection to the mains on this class of 
appliance. An example of such an appliance is a vacuum 
cleaner. 
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Appendix i 

Extract from the International Electrotechnical 
Commission Official Journal, Volume VII 
Number 28, April 1974 


lEC Worldwide 
Plug and Socket- 
outlet progress to 
report!! 


Eighteen months after its first meeting, lEC Sub- 
Committee 23C, Worldwide Plug and Socket-outlet 
Systems, is able to report substantial progress in the 
design and acceptability of the lEC Worldwide Plug 
and Socket-outlet Systems. 


Meeting in Milan in mid-March 1974, there was wide 
agreement on the designs developed by a seventeen- 
country Working Group for the 250 volt, 16 amp single¬ 
phase system. 

One of the initial major difficulties was the choice 
between round and flat pins. Detailed studies of the 
production costs, bearing especially on waste per kilo¬ 
gramme of raw stock from which the pins are formed, 
led to the acceptance by a majority of the flat-pin 
concept. The next choice was between 19 mm and 
21 mm pin-spacings; this was settled in Committee at 
21 mm. 


The socket-outlet (for ordinary purposes) will have a 
flat surface, i.e. without recess or rim, providing space 
for shutters, containing two live contacts and one 
earthing contact. 

The plug will carry three flat pins of nominal section 
7 mm X 2 mm, the live pins being partially insulated. 
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Plugs for Class2 appliances will have two live pins 
only. 


One of the features of the new design is its compactness 
and the possibilities thus arising for modular assembly 
for multiple-way outlets. 


The socket-outlets design allows for different possi¬ 
bilities of execution and assembly: for example, the 
face-plate mounting type, often preferred in U.K. 
practice, or the model in which the socket-outlet is held 
in place by the face-plate, as favoured in many 
European countries. 


Various forms of accessory boxes can be used with the 
new socket-outlet, which, in addition, will offer 
possibilities of modular mounting arrangements both 
single- and multi-way. 


It can be claimed that the improved neatness of the 
socket-outlet compared with certain existing designs 
should appeal to architects, interior decorators ... and 
the housewife! 
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What of the future ? Whilst the majority of opinions at 
the Milan meeting were favourable to the new design, 
it must of course still be voted upon formally by the 
National Committees. 

Also during the meeting those present insisted over 
and over again that their favourable reactions were 
based on the assumption of universal application. It 
was emphasized that a procedure had to be found that 
would ensure complete commitment to the effective 
introduction of the new system within a specified time. 

How about compatibility with existing systems ? One 
of the design features has been to take the best of 
existing systems and combine these features in the new 
design. 

There seems to be no alternative but to provide 
adaptors between the plugs of the new system and 
existing socket-outlets. It seems that such adaptors 
could be made cheaply enough for manufacturers of 
major appliances to provide them within their existing 
profit margins if they so desired. 

This would probably not be possible for the smaller, 
cheaper appliances. 
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What remains to be done before ‘lECPLUG’ is 
launched ? 

Some design details have to be cleared up, and as 
stated above, a procedure has to be found to ensure the 
most effective applications in practice. 

It cannot yet be said that ‘all systems are go’, but the 
count-down is proceeding faster than many persons 
thought possible even a few months ago. 


We acknowledge with thanks the permission given by the 
International Electrotechnical Commission to reproduce 
the above article. 


48 



Printed in England by Balding + Mansell Ltd 




Published by MK Electric Limited 
Shrubbery Road, Edmonton, London N9 oPB 
Telephone: 01-807 5^51 Telex: 21286 
Telegrams: Multiconta London, N9 






